It is often predicted that sophisticated lighting controls will become a major feature of indoor lighting. Certainly, lighting controls are seen as a proven way to reduce energy waste and the increasing use of LED luminaires has aroused interest in dynamic lighting. This is evident in the number of people attempting to bring together arrays of sensors, luminaires and blinds controlled through a central computer system via wireless communication. The resulting technology is impressive, but will it ever achieve widespread use indoors? For that to occur, there are a number of difficulties that have to be faced.
The first has to do with return on investment. It is simply that the more efficient light sources and luminaires become, the more difficult it is to find the financial savings necessary to justify the investment through energy savings alone. Sophisticated lighting control systems are not cheap, so there may be only a few situations where their cost can be justified.
The second difficulty is the need to keep the lighting control system working over its whole life. Given proper commissioning, a new control system will operate as designed. The problem comes along several years later when the system has to be reconfigured. By then, the technology will have moved on and the original suppliers may have gone out of business. Without a caretaker with a PhD in computer science, the future of the system is likely to be bleak and the minds of the owners will have been poisoned against lighting controls.
The third difficulty concerns the extent to which human input to the control system is allowed. The problem here is that people are unreliable users of controls and have widely different ideas as to how much light of what colour they like. Given this, where there are many occupants in the same space, conflicts can arise. To avoid such conflicts, some control enthusiasts advocate eliminating human input and insist that a good control system can reliably provide recommended lighting conditions. The problem with this is that the users of the lighting may not all agree with the recommendations. People may not know much about lighting but they know what they like. In extreme cases, the outcome will be human input in the form of vandalism.
Given these difficulties, what is required to advance the cause of lighting controls? First, buyers need to be very clear about what they want a control system to do, how much human input they want, and what aspects of system performance they value. The designers of the control system then need to match their system to the aspects the buyer values as well as making it reliable in operation, simple to use and easy to adjust. Some progress on equipment interchangeability and support contracts would also be useful. With such an approach, sophisticated controls are likely to gain much wider acceptance in indoor lighting practice. Without it, sophisticated controls may be seen as a frivolity rather than the essential they should be.
